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Abstract 
1. Dark Holler 
Dark Holler is a 45-minute work in six movements for large chamber 
ensemble. The piece incorporates a number of styles of American roots music 
including fiddle tunes, African American fife and drum music from the 
Mississippi delta, Appalachian ballad singing, and banjo songs. I weave these 
musical references and quotations with my own musical language and place the 
source material in new contexts in each movement. The piece gets it’s name from 
a line from the tune used in the final movement: “When I wake I have no rest / 
every moment seems an hour / all the pain rolls through my breast / I’d rather 
be in some dark holler.” 
2. That Driving Sound: Use of Tempo in  
Traditional Cape Breton Fiddle Performance 
In performances of the “Scottish Set,” Cape Breton fiddlers create a 
coherent large-scale structure by executing a continuous tempo acceleration that 
lasts the length of the March, Strathspey, and Reel set. This command of tempo is 
extraordinary. Performers use tempo acceleration to transition between tune 
types and propel the music forward by accelerating by as little as one beat per 
minute. Considering the music’s roots in the dance halls of Cape Breton, where 
does this unusual practice come from? I look closely at step dancing as registered 
in the approach to rhythm, pacing, structure, and tempo. The intimate 
relationship between fiddle and feet yields smooth transitions from one tune 
type to another in order to facilitate the dance steps. In this paper I demonstrate 
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how fiddlers exaggerate this tempo manipulation in performances where 
dancing does not occur. Through analysis, I measure tempo fluctuations as they 
correspond to the progression of tunes to explain the large-scale and continuous 
tempo acceleration that shapes the exciting performance practice.  
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Instrumentation 
Flute / Piccolo 
Bb Clarinet / Bb Bass Clarinet 
Horn 
C Trumpet 
Percussion 1 (marimba, glockenspiel, crotales, wood block, chimes, bass drum,  
 snare drum, hi-hat, toms [4], Chinese cymbal, brake drum) 
Percussion 2 (vibraphone, bass drum, tam-tam, congas, ride cymbal, cowbells  
 [2]) 
Harp 
Piano 
Violin 1 
Violin 2 
Viola  
Violoncello 
Double Bass 
 
Score is in C. Piccolo sounds one octave higher than written. Double bass sounds 
one octave lower than written. Glockenspiel and crotales sound two octaves 
higher than written. 
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Program notes 
Each movement is presented in pairs and performed attacca: Traveler & 
Wandering boy; Devil’s dream & Interlude; New railroad & Dark holler.. 
1. Traveler 
The opening movement is named for the well-known fiddle tune Arkansas 
Traveler. The musical material in this movement is based on a unique 
performance and transcription I found in the John Donald Robb Field Recordings 
archive at the University of New Mexico. This particular version of the tune has 
an atypical mixed meter structure. The A section of the tune is used as a sort of 
grid throughout the entire movement. The movement opens quietly and simply 
with echos of the fiddle tune to come. Slowly the fiddle tune comes into focus, 
but is soon transformed into longer lines and a re-articulated accompaniment 
that takes over the texture. By the end of Traveler the sweet and unassuming 
fiddle tune is transformed into something much darker and more intense. We are 
left with high violins fading into the distance.  
2. Wandering boy 
This movement is named for the Appalachian ballad of the same name as 
sung by Roscoe Holcombe. Known for his “high, lonesome sound,” Holcombe 
performs the song in a intense high register of his voice. The movement begins 
with a slow and soft opening in the strings coming out of the material we are left 
with at the end of Traveler. The melody is presented in the high register of the 
cello with a pulsing accompaniment and jumping bass line. I was drawn to 
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Holcombe’s mournful performance of the song in part because, throughout the 
verses he sings, he slowly rises in pitch, making the performance even more 
piercing, and I mimicked this in the movement. The horn and flute are tacet in 
Wandering boy. 
3. Devil’s dream 
Hobart Smith is one of my favorite old-time performers who recorded on 
a number of instruments including the fiddle, banjo, guitar, and piano. I built 
this movement around a transcription of Smith’s fiddle version of the tune 
Devil’s Dream. Instead of easing into the fiddle tune before transforming it as I 
did in the first movement, for my Devil’s dream I created a large introduction that 
builds tension slowly before we are released into an energetic and wild canon of 
the Smith transcription. The tune then begins to morph into a more crazed and 
uneasy version of the tune before breaking down completely. At the end of the 
movement the tune makes a final triumphant return. The vibraphone’s final roll 
leads us seamlessly into the fourth movement. 
4. Interlude 
The only movement that is not based on specific folk material, the 
interlude acts as a short respite between two fast movements. The material used 
in Interlude is taken from the next movement, New railroad. Specifically the 
material is from the piccolo solo that comes about half way through the 
movement. Interlude is slow, unemotional, and quiet and is scored for only three 
instruments. The clarinet plays a soft floating melody and is accompanied by a 
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rising scaler figure in the vibraphone and harp.  
5. New railroad 
While other movements draw on specific tunes, transcriptions, and 
performances, New railroad is based on a few different styles of music all 
surrounding the fascinating African American fife and drum performance 
tradition from Mississippi. All of the music in this movement is based on a single 
scale found in the liner notes to the album “Afro-American Folk Music from Tate 
and Panola Counties, Mississippi.” The scale is from a track (also) titled Devil’s 
Dream featuring Sid Hemphill who is performing on quills and shouting high 
notes in between the flute sounds. The composite scale from both the pipes and 
voice used throughout this movement is heard at the very beginning clearly in 
the piccolo and clarinet. Each section of this piece in rondo form (A-B-A-C-A-B-
A) presents the scale in a new way. The grooves throughout the movement are 
inspired by tracks from the same Tate and Panola record featuring Sid Hemphill 
and Lucius Smith as well as recordings made by Alan Lomax featuring Ed 
Young, Nat Rahmings, and Hobart Smith. The rambunctious textures finally lead 
to a frantic ending and we are left with a soft rolling bass drum that segues to 
Dark holler. 
6. Dark holler 
The final movement draws on a performance of Dark Holler by Clarence 
Ashley. In his version, he sings the soaring Appalachian ballad and accompanies 
himself on the banjo. The banjo in his version is tuned in the “mountain” or 
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“modal” tuning and gives the overall sound a solemn undercurrent. I 
transformed the fast rhythmic banjo accompaniment figures into a slower 
pulsing figure in the percussion, harp, and piano. The melody was altered 
slightly and is played by the strings, trumpet, and flute. This final movement is 
meant as sort of a long coda. The melody is presented twice and eventually the 
accompaniment floats away and we are left with pulsing bass drums and a low C 
in the double bass. The bass drums act as a distant, darker echo of the bright 
pulsing woodblock that opens the entire work in Traveler. The piece is named for 
the last movement, which gets it’s name from a line from the tune of the same 
name used in the final movement: “When I wake I have no rest / every moment 
seems an hour / all the pain rolls through my breast / I’d rather be in some dark 
holler.
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2. That Driving Sound: Use of Tempo in Traditional Cape 
Breton Fiddle Performance 
 174 
Cape Breton fiddling is often described as being distinct from other Celtic 
fiddling traditions by its driving, energetic, and lively sound. “As a medley of 
tunes progresses through a ‘Scottish set’ sequence of march, slow Strathspey, 
‘dance’ Strathspey and reel, there occurs a marked sensation of growing 
anticipation and excitement,”1 writes Allister MacGillivray, a Cape Breton 
musician, author and historian who was one of the first to write extensively 
about the fiddle tradition.2 MacGillivray goes on to describe how “[d]uring the 
repeat of the second turn of the last Strathspey, which precedes ‘breaking into’ 
the reel, the beat often accelerates so that the final transition into reel tempo is 
quite smooth.”3 Noting that the energy increases during the march-Strathpey-
reel [MSR] set, he points out the accelerando that occurs at the crucial moment of 
transition from Strathspey to reel. There exists, however, another accelerando that 
occurs during the MSR set that MacGillivray does not identify. This tempo 
increase occurs gradually over the entire set of tunes, creating an over-arching 
structure that carries the listener from start to end. 
 Through detailed analyses I examine how Cape Breton fiddlers perform 
the accelerandi while answering the following questions: Why do fiddlers perform 
these tempo increases? What are the extra-musical influences that shape these 
performance traditions? How are the two accelerandi (transitional and large-scale) 
                                                       
1 MacGillivray, Allister. The Cape Breton Fiddler. Nova Scotia, Canada: Sea-Cape Music Limited, 
1997. p. 6 
 
2 Ibid. 
 
3 Ibid., p. 6 
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related? Cape Bretoners cite three defining characteristics of their music that 
stem from their deep cultural connection to Scotland: the Gaelic language, piping 
and step dancing.4 I look closely at the influence of step dancing, as it is 
registered in the approach to rhythm, pacing, structure and tempo, to explain the 
accelerandi.5 
“Drive” 
 Fiddlers are well aware of tempo manipulation, yet do not always posses 
the technical language to accurately reflect on the complex transition, primarily 
using ambiguous words like ‘drive’ to describe the tempo processes. While this 
specific issue is rarely addressed, scholars Kate Dunlay and David Greenberg, in 
their seminal work Traditional Celtic Violin Music of Cape Breton, have explained 
technical aspects of Cape Breton fiddle playing through detailed descriptive 
transcriptions that clearly display the complex bowing and ornamentation that 
contribute to Cape Breton’s unique sound.6 Tempo, save a few brief statements 
like the opening quote from MacGillivray, is not addressed.7 In 2008, authors 
                                                       
4 Piping has had a profound influence on Cape Breton fiddlers in terms of ornamentation and 
embellishment. The practice of “droning” open strings and many of the ornaments that Cape 
Breton fiddlers use are largely in imitation of the pipes. 
 
5 My background is primarily as a composer, but for the last eight years I have been studying 
banjo and fiddle roots music from North America and the British Isles. I have made two trips to 
Cape Breton to study the fiddling tradition. One of those trips included a week of fiddle lessons 
at the Gaelic College where I studied with Glenn Graham. My understanding of fiddling styles 
and techniques comes from bring a novice fiddler and decent banjo player and also through my 
years of studying the violin through composition. 
 
6 Dunlay, Kate and David Greenberg. Traditional Celtic Violin Music of Cape Breton. Halifax, 
Canada: Dungreen Music, 1996.  
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Jessica Herdman and Jeffrey James Hennessy included a few paragraphs on 
tempo in their respective masters thesis and dissertation.89 I will expand on the 
ideas and analyses presented by Hennesy to further the understanding of the 
transition from Strathspey to reel, a transition that is a fundamental part of the 
Cape Breton fiddle sound. 
 Words such as ‘timing,’ ‘lift’ and ‘drive’ describe aspects of rhythmic feel 
and tempo shifts by practitioners and well-informed Cape Breton listeners. 
Herdman notes that “these ideas, while clearly meaningful, are challenging to 
conceptualize.”10 In the liner notes to his 2005 release titled Drive fiddler Glenn 
Graham remarks that the definition of the word ‘drive’ includes, “to push or 
propel onward with force... to provide the motive power for... to move along 
rapidly... a strong motivating power or stimulus...”11 However, ‘drive’ is 
frequently used in various contexts on the Island making it confusing to parse 
when tempo itself is being discussed. In a website created by a listener and fan of 
the music with reviews on various CD releases the author writes, of the 2008 
                                                       
 
7 Glenn Graham has discussed the issue of a general increase in tempo that has occurred in all 
tune types in the last century in Graham, Glenn. The Cape Breton fiddle: making and maintaining 
tradition. Sydney: Cape Breton University Press, 2006. 
 
8 Herdman, Jessica. The Cape Breton Fiddling Narrative: Innovation, Preservation, Dancing. Master’s 
Thesis, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada. 
 
9 Hennessy, Jeffrey James. Fiddle grooves: identity, representation, and the sound of Cape Breton fiddle 
music in popular culture. Dissertation, University of Toronto. 
 
10 Herdman, p. 94-99 
 
11 Graham, Glenn. Drive. 2005. CD. 
 177 
release A Taste of Gaelic by sisters Dawn and Margie Beaton, “there [sic] playing 
should appeal to traditional dancers with its steady rythyms [sic] and plenty of 
drive.”12  The author implies ‘drive’ is a characteristic that aids in step dancing 
and is synonymous with evenness. This definition is opposite of Graham’s 
definition of tempo increase.  
 In step dance fiddling, tempo intensification occurs solely at the moment 
of transition from Strathspey to reel, leaving the other sections steady in tempo 
for the dancer’s benefit. The transitional tempo acceleration is necessary when 
playing with a dancer because of the physical limitations of the specific dance 
steps for each different tune type. Each tune type has corresponding steps that fit 
with the tune type’s rhythmic profile and tempo range. In the case of the 
Strathspey the steps largely follow the tune’s quarter-note accents, resulting in 
the dancer’s body bouncing up and down in quarter-note rhythm while doing 
more intricate footwork. The reel, on the other hand, is more focused around the 
half note (often with a quarter, eighth, eighth rhythm). Because of that 
fundamental difference in the approach to the dance steps, it is necessary for the 
reel tempo to be faster than the Strathspey and vice versa. In other words, there 
is a relatively narrow tempo range that is suitable to hop up and down at a 
quarter note pulse. In this youtube clip a step dancer demonstrates both a 
Strathspey and reel. 13 Notice how the steps differ in each tune type. 
                                                       
 
12 http://www.sfcelticmusic.com/Capebret/cbfiddlr.htm 
 
13 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xz0SyV5uSK4 
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‘Listening to’ vs. ‘dance’ fiddlers 
 In his book Cape Breton Fiddle: Making and Maintaining Tradition14, fiddler 
Glenn Graham notes the difference between “listening to,” or concert, fiddlers 
and “dance” fiddlers and explains that the two kinds of settings require different 
skill sets. Fiddlers specialize in one or both of these contexts, focusing on the 
specific attributes necessary for either dances or concerts. The expert dance 
fiddler (Kinnon Beaton for example) knows thousands of tunes, specializes in 
reels and jigs and has an even, steady tempo that allows for dancing at just the 
right pace. Fiddlers must maintain a tempo throughout the set so they do not 
over-work the dancers. A tempo increase in this context would result in the 
dancers inability to keep up. Precise, minute ornamentation and a flashy playing 
style are less important than maintaining high energy, a loud volume, and 
accurate phrasing throughout the sets in dances. The dance fiddler has the 
stamina that allows him or her to play and play for hours on end with only a few 
short breaks in between.   
The concert, “listening to” fiddler, on the other hand, specializes in the 
performance of intricate ornamentation, innovative medley construction and a 
large array of tune types not usually found in the dance setting such as marches, 
Strathspeys, airs, hornpipes, and waltzes. More recently, notes Graham, these 
two types of fiddlers are beginning to merge into one; many younger generation 
                                                       
 
14 Graham, Glenn. The Cape Breton fiddle: making and maintaining tradition. Sydney: Cape Breton 
University Press, 2006. 
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fiddlers have the ability to thrive in both environments. But even with these 
differences between the contexts fiddlers always stress the importance of dance 
on Cape Breton fiddling. 
 Fiddler Sandy MacIntyre explains that “when we play Cape Breton fiddle, 
we automatically think ‘dancing.’ When playing Strathspeys, for instance, we 
pay attention to the dotted notes and round them out in a more even and flowing 
rhythm, unlike present day Scottish fiddlers, who play a much more strict, 
pronounced and rigid tempo.”15 MacIntyre not only comments on the 
importance of dance on the music, but also gives specific examples of its 
influence. The Strathspey, as MacIntyre explains, is characterized by dotted 
rhythms–alternating long-short and short-long notated as a dotted eighth-
sixteenth and sixteenth-dotted eighth. Today, Scottish fiddlers perform the 
rhythm very closely as written while fiddlers in Cape Breton “round out” the 
long-short rhythm by playing a quarter note triplet followed by an eighth note 
triplet. This discrepancy is believed by practitioners to be a result of the Scottish 
fiddling tradition losing its ties to step dancing. Step dancing is no longer a 
tradition in Scotland. Because of the physical mechanics of step dancing, it is 
difficult to dance to strictly performed dotted rhythms. The rounded out triplet 
rhythm is far easier for the dancers, so while performing fiddle tunes for step 
dancers, the fiddler alters his or her playing rhythmically to match the dancers’ 
steps. To understand this tendency exactly, stand up and try to maintain a 
                                                       
15 MacIntyre, Sandy. Fiddler Magazine’s Favorites. Pacific, MO: Mel Bay Publications, 1999. p. 70 
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dotted-eighth, sixteenth rhythm with your feet for fifteen seconds. As you will 
find out it is much easier to fall into a triplet pattern of quarter triplet, eighth 
triplet after multiple repetitions. 
 Many Cape Breton fiddlers are also accomplished dancers (and piano 
players, for that matter) or were at some point in their lives and, as in many 
Canadian fiddling traditions, all fiddlers incorporate some form of foot stomping 
or tapping while playing. In Cape Breton this self-accompaniment is an essential 
part of performance, allowing fiddlers to keep steady time and helping the 
fiddler and accompanist to stay together, while also providing a strong beat for 
the dancers. Sometimes the fiddlers’ feet only tap or stomp the basic beat, though 
the footwork can become much more involved, such as the complex reel tapping 
pattern of long-short-short/heel-toe-toe (corresponding to a quarter-note, eighth-
note, eighth-note rhythm). In essence, the tapping can be seen as an attempt to 
incorporate a simplified version of the dance into the fiddler’s performance, 
strengthening the connection between fiddle and dance. Fiddler Ashley 
MacIsaac16, for example, has become famous for playing the fiddle while 
performing extravagant step dancing moves. Step dancing and the Cape Breton 
fiddle style are inextricably linked in performance, both through interaction 
between fiddler and dancer as well as within the solo fiddler’s performance.  
 The relationship between Cape Breton fiddle music and step dancing 
reinforces the deep connection with the music’s Scottish heritage while also 
                                                       
16 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E7Q8V1F1zSQ 
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creating a unique Cape Breton identity. Piping and the Gaelic language are 
maintained today in both Scotland and Cape Breton. While step dancing with 
music remains important in Cape Breton, it is no longer practiced in Scotland. I 
find step dancing is the focal point for studying how the music of Cape Breton is 
distinct from the contemporary practices of traditional music in Scotland. In 
other words, “in Cape Breton the fiddling’s more attuned to dancing, as opposed 
to Scotland, where it’s more for listening.”17  
 There are two dancing traditions on Cape Breton Island: step dancing, 
which is a solo form, and social dancing, which consists of square sets inherited 
from the European social dance tradition and is a newer (more recent than step 
dancing) addition to the traditions of Cape Breton. Dances last from around 10 
p.m. until 1 a.m. in community halls in Inverness County such as the well-known 
weekly dance at Brook Village. At these dances, fiddlers will alternate 15-20 
minute long sets of either jigs or reels to accompany square sets.18 One fiddler 
and one piano player sit on stage just above a large, full dance floor. If two 
fiddlers play, they are likely from the same family (for example Dawn and 
Margie Beaton or Kinnon and Andrea Beaton) and will be playing in a 
complimentary manner because they have learned the exact same tune versions 
and ornamentation. In fact, before electronic amplification became standard 
fiddlers would often play in pairs to strengthen their sound when playing for 
                                                       
17 Caplan, Ronald. Talking Cape Breton Music: Conversations With People Who Love and Make the 
Music. Cape Breton, NS, Canada: Breton Books, 2006. p. 93 
 
18 My informal impression after attending a week of dances was that there are more or less two jig 
sets for every one reel set. 
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large dances or when performing outdoors. The audience dances and the fiddlers 
provide steady and reliable dancing music. The energy in the hall is bursting at 
the seams and the enthusiastic dancing does not yield until well past midnight. 
In other square dance set traditions the dancers walk through the maneuvers, but 
in Cape Breton the dancers perform step dance moves throughout, increasing the 
energy and creating a thunderous sound on the antique wooden floors. This 
particular practice also stresses the importance of step dancing. By the end of the 
night the physical exhaustion of the dancers is matched by the musicians who 
have, throughout the course of the evening, played dozens of tunes.  
 Towards the end of a dance another set type emerges: the Strathspey-reel 
solo step dancing showcase. For a few brief but exciting minutes the fiddler saws 
away at a spirited fast tempo Strathspey transitioning to a reel in accompaniment 
to step dancers wishing to show off their personal style. This short interlude 
between social dancing sets highlights the interaction between solo fiddler (with 
piano accompaniment) and solo step dancer, allowing the audience to hear the 
intricate interaction between the rhythms of the Scottish fiddle tunes and the 
complimentary rhythms of shoes tapping and pounding the wooden floors. In 
the dance setting the transition from the Strathspey to the reel (tunes 
characterized by very different tempi and rhythmic profiles) is the moment when 
a tempo intensification occurs. In a concert setting, this tempo intensification is 
stretched to last through an entire Scottish set (MSR set) performance during a 
concert setting.  
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 In a venue like the Red Shoe Pub in Mabou there is no dance floor and the 
audience is there to concentrate solely on listening, which allows the musicians 
to play a wider variety of tune types. One fiddler and one piano player is 
customary, although often both musicians play both instruments allowing for a 
trade at some point during the performance. Guidelines exist for the sequencing 
of tunes. Typically jigs, which are in 6/8, are played in sets on their own. Airs, 
laments and other slow songs come before marches, which in turn come before 
Strathspeys. The fastest tunes–hornpipes, clogs and reels–are performed last. A 
fiddler would not start with a reel and move on to a march because this would 
undermine the intensification of tempo but, within the set, some can be 
eliminated. For example, fiddlers could play a march and then proceed straight 
into reels, eliminating the Strathspey. Today, fiddlers are experimenting with 
non-traditional tune progressions, which push the traditions in exciting 
directions.19 The MSR remains common for the concert setting. These three tune 
types, and the specific progression of the three, are also the most deeply rooted 
in Scottish traditions (as opposed to the jig, which comes to Cape Breton from the 
Irish tradition) and are heard all over the world in Great Highland Bagpipe 
performances and competitions. 
March-Strathspey-reel set 
 The MSR set begins with a march. Graham recounts, “marches primarily 
come from the martial piping tradition in Scotland. Very old marches would 
                                                       
19 See Andrea Beaton’s track titled “Smirnoff” from her album “Branches” from 2009 for a great 
example. She moves from a reel into a waltz! 
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surely have been played by Gaelic pipers leading their comrades into battle. To 
get the feel for a march, pretend you are marching; each time you take a step, feel 
your foot come down on the beat of the tune.”20  The time signature is usually 
2/4 (sometimes in 6/8 or 4/4), and fiddlers will place their foot tap and the main 
accents on the quarter note. The tempo range for marches is anywhere between 
quarter note equals 60 BPM (beats per minute) to 90 BPM with the average 
landing around 77 BPM. 
 The set then continues with a Strathspey, a tune type built by alternating 
short-long/long-short rhythmic groups and is notated in a 4/4 time signature 
with a heavy accent landing on every quarter note pulse. The listening 
Strathspey is played at a slower tempo while the dance Strathspey is played at a 
faster pace to accompany a step dancer. Strathspey tempos fall in the range of 
130 BPM to 190 BPM and average towards the low end for listening Strathspeys 
and at the high end for dancing Strathspeys. As noted earlier, the performance 
practice of the Strathspey is to ‘round out’ the characteristic dotted rhythms to 
create more of a ‘swung’ feel. The notation practice, however, is to use all dotted 
rhythms to convey the tune, shown in the version of “Yester House Strathspey” 
in Figure 1.21 In performance, however, the result sounds much more like Figure 
2. Notice the notation of long-short pairs as triplets to show how the performers 
“round out” the rhythm and the included notation of drone strings. Notice also 
                                                       
 
20 Graham, p. 183 
 
21 Cranford, Paul Stewart, ed. The Cape Breton Fiddlers Collection: A Compilation of 267 Melodies. 
Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia, Canada: Cranford Publications, 2007. p. 17  
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how the short-long, long-short groupings in Figure 1 are often reversed in the 
Figure 2 transcription of Graham’s performance. After the Strathspeys are 
performed the fiddler transitions into the reel.  
 The reel is a very common tune type and forms can be found in many 
fiddle traditions including Scottish, Irish, French-Canadian, and American. The 
reel in Cape Breton tradition is usually notated in a 4/4 cut-time or 2/2 time 
signature with the bar being filled almost entirely with eighth notes. The pulse is 
on the half note (two per bar) and the pulse and accent is supported by the 
fiddler’s foot stomp, which occurs on beats one and three (in 4/4 cut-time). Reels 
are performed in the range of 100 BPM to 120 BPM with the average around 108-
112 BPM and thus are most consistent in tempo. This reflects the long tradition of 
the reel being a dance form; it must be played at a tempo the dancer can manage. 
Of the Cape Breton style of performing reels Graham notes, “Cape Breton 
performance approach of the reel differs from modern Scottish and Irish playing. 
There are fewer slurs, more backbeat, occasional to fairly regular dotted notes 
and usually a slower tempo.”22 By “fewer slurs” Graham is referring to the Cape 
Breton practice of mostly using a separate bow for each note, which ends up 
physically restricting the reel’s top tempo to how fast the fiddler is able to bow 
while increasing the energy of performance due to the exhausting, constant 
bowing.  
                                                       
22 Graham, p. 183 
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Transition from strathspey to reel 
 As mentioned above, there exists very little scholarly writing on the 
transition from Strathspey to reel. The following, by Hennessy, is the most in-
depth analysis, which I will extend for a more complete understanding of the 
transition. Note the specifics of how Hennessy describes the metrical 
relationships. I will argue that Hennessy relies too heavily on the common ways 
of notating various tune types and that by taking a closer look at the metrical 
relationships, we find a more accurate model of large-scale form. Hennesy 
explains: 
The metrical relationship between reels and Strathspeys is 
particularly interesting. The shift from Strathspey to reel results in 
the feeling of acceleration. However this is not simply a result of a 
tempo shift as a result of the switch from common to cut time. The 
shift from the swung dotted eighth and sixteenth figure of the 
Strathspey to the straight eighths in the reel alters the groove state. 
As noted above, the effect is often prepared by sixteenth-note 
flourishes in the Strathspeys. A metrical state shift is also apparent 
when observing the fiddler’s foot stomps. During the Strathspey, a 
fiddler will typically stomp every quarter-note beat as mentioned. 
During the reel, the stomps generally switch to every half-note 
beat. The “stomp rate” therefore normally decreases from 
Strathspey to reel reflecting the metrical state shift. The reel’s extra 
drive is therefore achieved by the increase in attack density 
between beats (a groove state shift) during the reel: four attacks per 
beat vs. two attacks in the Strathspey. For this reason, I would 
hesitate to describe the shift in metrical state from Strathspey to reel 
as a deceleration. While the rate of foot stomping does decrease, 
there is an undeniable increase in the sense of momentum when a 
reel begins. This is an example of how the groove state shift 
resulting from the increase in attack density per beat from the 
Strathspey to reel also results in a metrical state acceleration.23  
 
                                                       
23 Hennessy, p. 219 
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Essentially, the two tune-types have different small-scale rhythmic profiles and 
have different tempi. Because of these differences, the shift between the two 
creates a great deal of excitement for the listener. “The transition from a 
Strathspey to a reel in a Cape Breton fiddle set is one of the most effective 
moments in any fiddle performance. The arrival of the reel is often greeted with 
loud exclamations of approval...”24 The fiddler must execute a complex and 
technical transition in order to facilitate a smooth transition between the two 
tune types. 
 Hennessy provides an example to demonstrate the typical metrical 
modulation that occurs between Strathspey and reel, showing the general 
rhythm of the fiddle on the top staff and the foot stomp on the bottom staff, in 
Figure 3.25 While the graph displays the essential elements of the two tune types 
and the tempi, it leaves out all of the essential information about the actual 
performance of such a transition, especially the accelerando. Hennessy’s 
depiction is more accurate for the fiddling and piping traditions that exist today 
in Scotland. In those traditions, a Scottish set of tunes is presented with a very 
slight pause inserted between the tune types and the changes of tempi are 
abrupt–essentially resulting in a lack of transition altogether. The performers 
simply move directly into the new tempo in a terraced, as opposed to a fluid, 
manner. Cape Breton fiddlers have been trained to perform a smooth transition 
                                                       
 
24 Ibid., p. 247 
 
25 Hennessy, p. 247. This is Hennessey’s Figure 6-27: Strathspey to reel transition. 
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through the practice of playing for step dancers. They must facilitate a gradual 
transition from one dance to the next. Because step dancing is no longer 
practiced in Scotland, the smooth transition is not required in contemporary 
Scottish fiddle and bagpipe performance.  
 Another misleading feature of Figure 3 is the representation of tempo. 
Tempo measured in one tune by the quarter note and in the next by the half note 
covers the fluidity of transition. Yes, the representation of tempo is valid because 
of where the foot stomp occurs, but in order to get at the real mechanics of the 
transition, one must represent the tempi with a common denominator. In my 
analyses I notate the half note for both the Strathspey and reel. In order to better 
explain the shortcomings of the Hennessy example I present my own 
representation of the typical Strathspey to reel transition in the Cape Breton 
fiddle tradition in Figure 4. I use both quarter note and half-note tempo 
measurements in order to show the fluid tempo increase that occurs during this 
transition. In the Hennessy example, tempo was represented as something that 
abruptly changes when moving from Strathspey to reel; in my example the 
fiddler does not reach the goal tempo for the reel until well into the tune. 
Example 3 shows the tempo stabilizing by the fourth bar, however, the initial 
acceleration can last longer depending on the tempo of the Strathspey. The 
Strathspey must prepare the transition by gaining speed in the last moments of 
the tune.  
 This transitional moment is one of the most exciting moments in Cape 
Breton fiddle music. Musicians shift their accent from quarter note in the 
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Strathspey to half note in the reels and the dotted rhythm changes to even 
eighths. These changes create a relaxing effect that serves as a release of tension 
built up throughout the Strathspeys section of the tune. This effect coupled with 
the underlying half-note tempo marker accelerating continuously, gives the 
listener the paradoxical sensation of simultaneous energy release and energy 
boost. In concert presentations of MSR ‘Scottish sets,’ fiddlers’ manipulate the 
listener’s expectations through building anticipation. When a Strathspey begins it 
is inevitable that reels shall follow and the longer a fiddler spends in the 
Strathspey section building tension, the more effective the release into the reels 
section. Hence, in order to make the most effective listening experience the 
fiddler must begin the Strathspeys slowly in order to have enough room to build 
to the climactic transition.   
 To illustrate the transition within the context of an actual performance I 
turn to my analysis of a step dancing track from Howie MacDonald’s album Live! 
West Mabou Hall in Figure 5 26(recorded live at a dance in Inverness County). In 
“Joe Rankin Leads the Pack of Dancers” Howie MacDonald performs a fast 
dance Strathspey followed by three reels to facilitate solo step dancing 
performances.  
 The shift from fast Strathspey to reel occurs by beginning the first measure 
of the reel in the Strathspey tempo (around 100 BPM). In the first a section of the 
tune, MacDonald performs a fast accelerando to the goal reel tempo of 115 BPM. 
                                                       
26 The tune’s name is at the top; A, B refer to the form of the fiddle tune; the smaller a, a’ refers to 
smaller divisions or repetitions of the tune’s parts; the timings are listed in seconds; the Beats Per 
Minutes are in bold at the bottom. 
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The reels then push up to 118 BPM before easing back to 117 BPM in the last 
tune. In “King George IV Strathspey,” which opens the track, MacDonald begins 
the tune at 100 BPM and maintains that tempo through the end of the Strathspey. 
Save a few BPM adjustment in the reels section, the accelerando occurs in the 
crucial transition from Strathspey to reel. Because MacDonald is performing with 
step dancer(s) he must maintain a steady, even tempo necessary to facilitate the 
execution of the complex step dancing moves. The tempo acceleration facilitates 
a smooth physical transition for the dancers. The transition from Strathspey to 
reel in a dancing set is a complex maneuver between two very different tune 
types that must be executed in a fluid manner to physically allow the dancer to 
make the transition. The fiddler’s ability to subtly nudge and pull the tempo is 
essential to obtaining right ‘feel’ in the music. What happens, however, when the 
fiddler is not confined to the physical constraints of the step dancer with which 
he or she is performing? How does the performance change in the “listening to” 
concert setting of Cape Breton fiddling? 
 Methods 
 Before presenting the analyses of tempo, it is necessary to explain a few 
aspects of my approach. As noted, Strathspeys are always notated in a 4/4 time 
signature and are always performed with heavy accent on every beat. For the 
purposes of my analysis, however, I am measuring the tempo not by the pulse, 
necessarily, but by the half note, or every two foot stomps or pulses. The 
common way of thinking about tempo for the Strathspey is by the quarter note, 
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but this way of thinking masks the underlying continuous tempo increase. In 
addition, the phrasing of many Strathspeys supports the half-measure division. 
To talk about the Strathspey having a significantly faster tempo than the reel has 
implications for the perception of the tunes. In performance the march and 
Strathspey precede the reel, so in effect, when the Strathspey ‘breaks into’ the 
reel, the reel releases the tension built up over the course of the previous 
sections27 In order to convey the sense of ‘breaking into’ the reel and in order to 
highlight the underlying structure of the set, I have chosen to measure the pulse 
in the marches by quarter-note and the pulse in the Strathspeys and reels by half-
note.  
 I measured the tempo using a Beats Per Minute calculator28. With this tool 
(easily found online) one can tap along with the beat on your personal keyboard 
and the calculator will measure the distance in time between each tap, taking the 
average for the final calculation. There are some challenges to using this 
technology as it is impossible to track the tempo in real time when the tempo is 
increasing quickly, which is the reason I marked the tempo every 5-15 seconds 
instead of trying to track over shorter periods of time. The initial tempi were 
measured using this tool and checked again with a standard metronome to 
ensure accuracy. On occasion the tempo marking is in between two numbers, 
and I had to make a decision to round up or down. When the tempo is 
                                                       
27 MacGillivray, p. 6 
 
28 http://www.all8.com/tools/bpm.htm 
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somewhere between two numbers or moving back and forth between two 
markings I indicate both numbers (i.e. 114/115). I have chosen to analyze 17 
examples29 of the MSR form in A major and minor in order to understand the 
codified performance practice of the “Scottish set.” Of the 17 analyses I have 
chosen five to discuss in this paper. The remaining twelve are included in the 
appendix to show further examples of the tempo structure.  
Analysis 
 Most tunes in the Cape Breton tradition are in binary form and in 
performance the entire structure is usually repeated (in the past the structure 
might have been repeated many more times30) to create an A-B-A-B form. The 
sections usually consist of two phrases to create a parallel period making the 
overall form a-a’-b-b’-a-a’-b-b’. In my analyses fiddlers often deviate, but this 
general underlying structure is standard for most tunes. The notation of these 
tunes utilizes many repeat signs, however, a great deal of information is left out 
of the actual performance of the music when tunes are notated this way. In 
performance, the fiddler might play the a’ section slightly differently during the 
second repetition with tempo fluctuation being one of the main elements that 
might vary.  
                                                       
29 The tracks that I chose to analyze were based on availability. I have amassed more than fifty 
traditional Cape Breton albums between 2008 and 2013, but my collection is nowhere near 
comprehensive. There are more than five hundred commercially released recordings, and many 
more if you include the thousands of hours of home tapes from dances, concert performances, 
and house concerts. Many recordings are not widely available and can only be purchased in Cape 
Breton. That said, I have attempted to create a varied list of samples, studying fiddlers of 
different generations from different areas within Cape Breton Island. 
 
30 In the past the structure might have been repeated many more times. DunGreen, p. 10 
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 My analyses are in a timeline structure in order to convey minute tempo 
shifts over a period down to a few seconds. I have loosely attempted to represent 
time visually in space. In addition, I provide the general form of each tune, 
indicating A, B, C etc. for large sections and using a, b, c to indicate inner 
repetition. A secondary benefit of these analyses is the ability to see the variation 
in structure of these unique medleys. As noted the typical form for tunes is A-B-
A-B, but there are many interesting tunes that depart from that structure. It is 
helpful to be able to visualize what is happening structurally when fiddlers move 
through tunes, inserting a tune with an A-B-C-A-B-C form to delight and 
surprise the listeners. Figure 6 is especially interesting in this regard. Ashley 
MacIsaac creates a medley of tunes with unusual structures and, upon close 
listening, even ignores repeats on occasion. In the first reel of the set, “John 
Badenyon,” MacIsaac only plays the second A section once. In the third reel 
“Wissahickon Drive” MacIsaac does not return to the B section to round out the 
customary A-A-B-B form. Whether intentionally or not, the result keeps the 
listeners on the edge of their seats by breaking the expected regular patterns.  
 Figure 7 is a track from Cape Breton Live Radio - Take 02, an album that 
features live recordings of various fiddlers from across the island which was 
originally broadcast on the Cape Breton Live Radio show. This track features 
Wendy MacIsaac on the fiddle and Jackie Dunn MacIsaac on the piano. I picked 
this example for thorough description because it is one of the longer tracks 
(containing many tunes) as well as a personal favorite. Wendy begins the long set 
with “Hughena Campbell’s March.” The march has a typical structure of A-B-A-
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B and no surprising structural elements. It is a well-established convention for 
fiddlers to perform a single march in the MSR form. The tempo in the beginning 
is a leisurely 77 BPM and, over the course of the march, increases to 85 BPM. This 
tempo increase occurs slowly and steadily throughout the tune. Frequently the 
fiddler will move through tempi in a “staircase” manner, increasing a few BPM 
and then maintaining that tempo until the next sudden increase. This tune, 
however, increases continuously over time.  
 After the march, we are taken to a set of three Strathspeys (the average 
among all examples is two, a slow “listening to” Strathspey and a dance 
Strathspey) beginning with “Calum Brugach” (also known as “Malcolm the 
Liar”).  This is a very common tune and has a particularly strange structure: A-B-
C-D-B, or more specifically a-a’-b-c-d-d’-b. MacIsaac begins this tune at a slower 
“listening to” tempo at around 67 BPM, a tempo that is well under the ending 
tempo of the march. This occurs in nearly all of the sets analyzed because the 
fiddler needs a wide range of tempi to execute the slow Strathspey and fast 
Strathspey. If the fiddler begins the first Strathspey at too fast a pace, it would be 
impossible to physically maintain the energy needed through two entire 
Strathspey tunes. In the MSR form, it is often necessary to slow down at the very 
end of the march moving into the first Strathspey. The effect of listening to such a 
fluctuation reminds me of the shifting of car gears. When you are in first gear 
and the RPMs increase to the top of the range, you must throw in the clutch and 
put the car in second gear if you are going to increase your speed further. You 
hear the RPMs go down quite a bit, but your speed increases. For me, the effect 
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of a fiddler slowing to a relaxed Strathspey tempo is much like moving to second 
gear–it might sound at first like a decrease in energy, but really that shift is 
allowing the overall energy to increase. This is also due to the increase in note 
density when moving from march to Strathspey. 
 In “Calum Brugach” MacIsaac performs a continuous tempo increase 
throughout the Strathspey spanning nearly 20 BPM from 67 to 85 BPM. The first 
Strathspey gives way to “Highlanders Farewell to Ireland” which begins at the 
fast clip of 87 BPM and again contains a steady increase in tempo throughout the 
tune’s Rondo-like form A-B-C-B-D-B-E-B. The tune ends at 96 BPM, which is at 
the upper range of strathspey tempos. Physically for the fiddler it is extremely 
hard to maintain this tempo in a strathspey, and just when you think that 
MacIsaac is going to ‘break into’ the reel section of the set she increases the 
energy even more, bursting into a rendition of the popular dance-strathspey 
“Lucy Campbell.” She begins the tune at the same tempo as the end of the last 
and, during the B section of this A-B-C-B form, manages to increase the tempo to 
a racing 97 BPM for the rest of “Lucy Campbell.” To return to my car metaphor, 
this is like driving at 6,000 RPM in second gear, sustaining the pressure, before 
finally releasing into third gear.  
 After the lightening fast “Lucy Campbell,” MacIsaac and MacIsaac finally 
make a transition to “The Baker Reel.” In a matter of nine seconds, the music 
pushes effortlessly from 99 BPM to 106 BPM and then continues on its path to a 
more stable 109/110 BPM. Instead of just arriving at the reel tempo, Cape Breton 
fiddlers ease their way into the new tune type. By the time MacIsaac reaches the 
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next reel, “Joe’s Favourite”, she has reached 112 BPM. “Joe’s Favourite” like “The 
Baker Reel” and the following “Tramper Down” is in the standard A-B-A-B form 
and follows a tumultuous odd-structured strathspeys section to intensify the 
release offered by the reels. Throughout “Joe’s Favourite,” MacIsaac pushes the 
tempo to 114 BPM. In her closing tune she segues into “Tramper Down,” a 
popular tune and title of the album’s track, at the culminating speed of 115 BPM. 
Throughout the course of the entire set, moving seamlessly from tune to tune, 
MacIsaac and MacIsaac nearly double the tempo to create an intense and exciting 
listening experience. There is a natural progression of increasing energy intensity 
in the MSR form that is simply a consequence of the tune types themselves, but 
Cape Breton fiddlers enhance the accumulation of energy and create more 
tension and ‘drive’ by gradually and continuously increasing the tempo over the 
course of the set. 
 In nearly all of the examples analyzed a ‘down-shift’ occurs when moving 
from the march to the Strathspey. However, in some performances this move is 
as fluid as the move from Strathspey to reel. Take Brenda Stubbert’s track from 
her album Endless Memories in Figure 8 for example. Stubbert begins “Kitchener’s 
Army March” at a steady 76 BPM. Throughout the course of the tune she slowly 
increases the tempo to 84 BPM in the D section before easing back to 82 BPM in 
the final A section. From there, Stubbert shifts into “Maggie Cameron 
Strathspey” via a subtle tempo increase. This example also highlights another 
element found in a number of the examples–tempo decrease or ritardando. On 
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occasion, especially in marches, the fiddler will alter the tempo by a few BPMs 
according to the section, or phrase, of the tune. 
 In Figure 9, track 11 of Robbie Fraser and Isaac Fraser’s album Everything 
New is Old Again, Fraser creates a very effective large-scale shape. During the 
Fraser’s performance of “Johnny Cope March”, a “through-composed,” complex, 
and difficult tune with the form A-B-C-D-E-F-G-H-I-J, tempo is used as an 
expressive tool to shape the large-scale form of the four and a half minute march 
(the longest of the analyses). Fraser begins at the easy tempo of 65 BPM and 
moves slowly up ten BPMs to 75 for the G section of the tune. After that, the 
tempo pulls back slowly to 62 BPMs. This is a strange execution of a march, at 
least compared to the examples studied, but it reveals an interesting use of 
tempo fluctuation. Not only does the increase and decrease in tempo serve as a 
way to create a large-scale shape in the large march form, but by performing a 
ritard. in the final sections of the march, the Frasers are able to approach the 
initial strathspey below tempo. So, there is no need for the slight ritard. that 
occurs in other examples to begin the strathspey at a slower tempo.  
 In performances, both in the concert setting and in the dance setting, one 
of the most compelling moments for the listener or dancer is when the fiddler 
shifts to new melodic material, sometimes changing the mode, for example from 
A major to A minor. This truly exciting moment, reaffirmed by hoots and hollers 
from throughout the audience brings a fresh jolt of energy to the performance 
and provides tired dancers with the encouragement to continue. Another equally 
important factor in creating energy is a slight and immediate tempo increase. In 
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Figure 9, the Frasers’ increase tempo by 17 BPMs throughout the reels section, 
most of the increase coming in the first ten seconds (13 BPMs) of the first reel 
“Creignish Hills.” Later in the reels Fraser gets to a steady tempo of 106 BPMs for 
“The Drummer Reel.” In the very next transition, to “Little Donalds Wife Reel” 
the change in tune comes with an abrupt, albeit small, tempo shift up one BPM to 
107. While this is only a subtle increase in tempo, the overall effect is one of a 
substantial increase in energy. In other words the slight tempo increase is felt 
more than it is heard. They remain at the same tempo for the remaining two reels. 
In today’s world of click tracks, where the performer is locked in to one tempo 
for the entirety of a performance or recording, such minute tempo fluctuations 
are rare. True virtuosity is also displayed through a fiddler’s ability to increase a 
single beat per minute and then remain at that new tempo. While the scope of 
my study is limited to the MSR form, a similar study of only reels, perhaps even 
limited to live recordings from dances would yield additional interesting 
observations on tempo in dance music and provide more context for the use of 
tempo in Cape Breton fiddle concert performance.  
Conclusions 
 Cape Breton fiddlers’ use of tempo fluctuation is different than the rubato 
that is frequently heard in the performance of Western classical music. In 
classical music the tempo will push and pull based on phrasing, cadence, 
character, and so on within smaller fragments of music, for example in a melody. 
The use of tempo in the MSR form of Cape Breton fiddling is not this kind of 
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fluctuation. While there are occasions where tempo retreats, the majority of the 
motion is intensification. The performance practice for many Scottish fiddlers 
today is to perform slower tunes like marches in a manner similar to that of 
classical music. Scottish fiddlers will fluctuate tempo forward and back 
according to the tune to be more expressive. Cape Breton fiddlers, on the other 
hand, are steady and stable in tempo while increasing the tempo slightly and in 
an even manner.  
 Because Cape Breton fiddling is mainly a solo form, fiddlers are able to 
manipulate tempo fluidly. Dunlay and Greenberg write: 
 Cape Breton fiddling is essentially a solo tradition, possibly because of the 
emphasis placed on personal expression through the use of ornamentation. It is 
fairly unusual for large numbers of fiddlers to play together as a group except in 
concert finales... Rather, the typical arrangement is for one fiddler to play, 
accompanied by piano and/ guitar.31 In Irish fiddling, for example, it has become 
customary for groups of fiddlers to play together, making such tempo shifting 
much more difficult. Similarly, in Scottish Great Highland Bagpipe performance 
it is common for entire bands of pipers to play together and the military tradition 
of bagpipes pushes towards an even tempo, which is especially true for marches. 
In the Cape Breton tradition, this tune type is performed while stationary. But we 
must remember the tunes were originally composed to be performed while 
marching, which requires a much more even tempo throughout.  
                                                       
31 Dunlay and Greenberg, p. 9 
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 The foot tap or stomp characteristic of Cape Breton fiddling aids in 
facilitating tempo fluctuation. In performance, the fiddler plays not only the 
tunes on his or her fiddle, but also keeps time by tapping or stomping on the 
floor to the pulse. The tapping serves a functional purpose of communicating 
tempo shifts non-verbally to the accompanist. Often the pulse can be difficult to 
parse out in the actual fiddle sounds because of shifting rhythms and melodic 
shape. The foot stomp acts as a conductor for the two-person group to maneuver 
the complex tempo intensification. 
 Depending on the absence or inclusion of dancers, the fiddler plays vastly 
different styles of music. The broad tempo intensification that occurs in the 
“listening to” concert venue is not conducive for dancing. When at dances or 
house parties step dancers perform a combination of Strathspey and reel. The 
entire mini set last only a minute or two, depending on the dancers stamina and 
the hard driving yet fluid transition from Strathspey to reel is due to the physical 
steps performed by the dancer. It is physically awkward for the dancer to have to 
terrace up to a much faster tempo when switching to the reel. Therefore, it is 
practical to create a gradual tempo increase and to begin the reel at the 
Strathspey tempo, accelerating slowly in the first phrase of the reel. The core of 
my observations on tempo increase is this transition from Strathspey to reel when 
performing with a step dancer and the listening context of the MSR set is an 
expansion of this core idea. In other words, the gradual tempo increase seen in 
the MSR ‘Scottish Set’ form is based on practices learned from the interaction 
between dancer and fiddler, but has become a codified practice of its own, not 
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closely linked to dancing. Thus, the large-scale tempo increase in MSR form 
extrapolates and exaggerates the Strathspey-reel transition found in step dancing 
sets. The fiddle tradition thrives on Cape Breton for many reasons, but one 
contributing factor is the large number of amateur fiddlers and piano players. 
Fiddle music on Cape Breton Island can be enjoyed in many contexts: in a dance 
hall, in a concert hall, in a pub, at a house party, with a small number of friends 
and family or privately. Only the dance and house party will surely have step 
dancing and call for dance tunes and forms, while there are many that call on 
“listening to” playing and forms. I have drawn a distinct through much of this 
paper between dance occasions and concert occasions in order to illustrate the 
dance influence on the performance styles, but of course reality is more of a 
continuum–there are many situations, like a house party, that are not clearly in 
the dance or concert context. 
 Jackie Dunn MacIsaac argued that fiddlers do not necessarily need to 
speak the Gaelic language in order to correctly perform Cape Breton fiddle tunes 
because the accent, cadence, rhythm and character of the language has been 
absorbed into the fiddling tradition.32 Young fiddlers who do not know Gaelic 
must only immerse themselves in the Cape Breton Gaelic fiddle sounds in order 
to carry on the tradition. As Kinnon Beaton related previously, piping and 
dancing are the other significant influences on the music. While many fiddlers in 
the history of the music have played pipes as well, it has never been important 
                                                       
32 Dunn, Jacqueline Anne. The Sound of Gaelic is in the Fiddler’s Music. Undergraduate Thesis, St. 
Francis Xavier University Antigonish, Nova Scotia, 1991. 
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for fiddlers to have to play the pipes in order to evoke the sound of the pipes. 
And, just as in these cases, I argue fiddlers do not need to be dancing while 
fiddling, fiddling for dancers, or even know how to step dance in order to play 
the Cape Breton fiddle music in a way that honors heritage and tradition. In the 
concert setting of the MSR set form, the fiddler performs music with deep ties to 
the step dancing tradition. However, this concert music alludes to dance by the 
large-scale use of tempo intensification.  
 This paper began when I became consciously aware of tempo changes in 
performances of Cape Breton fiddle presentations of the “Scottish set” and 
sought to make sense of this remarkable sound. After analysis I found that this 
practice could not only be found in every recording I had, it was also very 
calculated, precise and consistent throughout my album collection. I find these 
analyses to be interesting as they give concrete language to underlying crucial 
elements of the music. But there are larger questions that quickly arose. Why do 
fiddlers play in this way? Where did this performance practice come from?   
 The answer was found in the moment of transition from Strathspey to 
reel, and more specifically in the step dancer’s feet during that moment. The 
intimate relationship between fiddle and feet in the Cape Breton tradition 
yielded a performance practice of smoothly transitioning from one tune type to 
another and this tiny moment of fiddle and step dance performance is 
exaggerated in non-dance, concert performances.  
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Figure 1
Figure 2
Howie MacDonald: Live! West Mabou Hall: track 5, Joe Rankin Leads the Pack of Dancers
King George IV Strathspey! ! ! Old King’s Reel
|! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! |
A! ! B! ! A! ! B! ! A! ! B! ! A! ! B! ! ! ! !
a! a‘! b ! b’! a! a’! b ! b‘! a! a’! b ! b ‘! a! a’! b ! b’
:0! :07! :12! :17! :22! :27! :31! :36! :41! :45! :49! :54! :58! 1:02! 1:06! 1:10! !
100_________________________! 104_115__________________!116_____ >
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! [molto accel.]
(half note pulse)! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
!
John McNeil Reel! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! Tom Rae Reel! ! ! !
|! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! |! ! ! !
A! ! ! ! B! ! ! ! A! ! B! ! ! ! A! ! B! ! A! ! B! ! B! ! !
a! ! a’! ! b ! ! b’! ! a! ! b ! ! b’! ! a! a’! b ! b’! a! a’! b ! b’! b ! b’!
1:14! ! 1:23! ! 1:31! ! 1:39! ! 1:47 ! ! 1:55! ! 2:04! ! 2:12! 2:16! 2:20! 2:24! 2:28! 2:32! 2:36! 2:41! 2:45! 2:49
______________!117___________!118__________________!117__________________________________|
! !
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Figure 3
Figure 4
Figure 5
Cape Breton Live Radio Take 02: track 5, Tramper Down
-Wendy MacIsaac, fiddle; Jackie Dunn MacIsaac, piano
Hughena Campbell’s March! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! Calum Brugach Strathspey (aka Malcolm the Liar)!! ! !
|! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! |
A! ! ! ! B! ! ! ! A! ! ! ! B! ! ! ! A! ! ! ! B! ! C! ! D! ! ! ! B!
a! ! a‘! ! b ! ! b‘! ! a! ! a‘! ! b ! ! b’! ! a! ! a‘! ! ! ! ! ! d! ! d’
:00! ! :14! ! :26! ! :38! ! :50! ! 1:01! ! 1:13! ! 1:24! ! 1:37! ! 1:44! ! 1:50! ! 1:56! ! 2:02! ! 2:08! ! 2:14
77_____!79_____!80_____!82_____!83____________! 84_____!85_____!67_____!71_____!76_____!82_____!84____________! 85____>
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! [rit.]
(quarter note pulse)! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! (half note pulse)
Highlanders Farewell to Ireland Strathspey! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! Lucy Campbell Strathspey! ! ! The Baker Reel
|! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! |! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! |
A! ! B! ! C! ! B! ! D! ! B! ! E! ! B! ! A! ! B! ! C! ! B! ! A! ! B! ! A
a! a’! b ! b’! c! c’! b ! b’! d! d‘! b ! b’! e! e’! b ! b’! a! a’! b ! b’! c! c’! b ! b’! a! a’! b ! b‘! a!
2:25! 2:30! 2:36! 2:41! 2:46! 2:52! 2:57! 3:02! 3:07! 3:12! 3:18! 3:23! 3:28! 3:33! 3:38! 3:43! 3:48! 3:53! 3:58! 4:03! 4:08! 4:13! 4:18! 4:23! 4:28! 4:33! 4:37! 4:42! 4:46!
87_____!90_____!91_____!92_____!93_____!94____________!96____________!97___________________! 99_____!106____!109___>
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! [molto accel.]
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! (half note pulse)
!
! ! ! Joe’s Favourite Reel! ! ! ! Tramper Down Reel!!
! ! ! |! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! |! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
! B! ! A! ! B! ! A! ! B! ! A! ! B! ! A! ! B! ! ! !
a‘! b ! b’! a! a’! b ! b’! a! a’! b ! b’! a! a’! b ! b’! a! a’! b ! b’!
4:50! 4:55! 4:59! 5:03! 5:08 ! 5:12! 5:16! 5:20! 5:25! 5:29! 5:33! 5:37! 5:41! 5:46! 5:50! 5:54! 5:58! 6:02! 6:07!
___!110____112____!113____!114___________!115__________________________|
! ! ! ! [molto accel.]
! !
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Figure 6
Figure 7
Brenda Stubbert: Endless Memories: track 2, March, Strathspey and Reels in A
Kitchener’s Army March! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
|! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
A! ! ! ! ! ! B! ! ! ! ! ! C! ! ! ! ! ! D! ! ! ! ! ! A
a! ! ! a‘! ! ! b ! ! ! b‘! ! ! c! ! ! c‘! ! ! d! ! ! d‘! ! ! a
:03! ! ! :16! ! ! :29! ! ! :41! ! ! :54! ! ! 1:06! ! ! 1:16! ! ! 1:29! ! ! 1:40
76_________________________________________!80_________82________!84___________________!82__________>
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !      [poco rit.]
(quarter note pulse)! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
Maggie Cameron Strathspey ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
|! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
A! ! ! ! B! ! ! ! C! ! ! ! D! ! ! ! A! ! ! ! B! ! ! ! C! ! !
a! ! a‘! ! b ! ! b‘! ! c! ! c‘! ! d! ! d‘! ! a! ! a’! ! b ! ! b’! ! c! ! c’! !
1:52! ! 1:58! ! 2:03! ! 2:09! ! 2:14! ! 2:20! ! 2:25! ! 2:30! ! 2:35! ! 2:40! ! 2:46! ! 2:51! ! 2:56! ! 3:01
84____________!88____________!90____________!93_________________________________________!94_____________>
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
(half note pulse)! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
!
! ! ! ! Brenda Stubbert’s Reel! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! Cape Breton Rigs Reel! ! ! !
! ! ! ! |! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! |
D! ! ! ! A! ! ! ! B! ! ! ! A! ! ! ! B! ! ! ! A! ! B! ! A! ! B!
d! ! d‘! ! a! ! a’! ! b ! ! b’! ! a! ! a’! ! b ! ! b’! ! a! a’! b ! b’! a! a’! b ! b’! !
3:06! ! 3:11! ! 3:17! ! 3:26! ! 3:34! ! 3:43! ! 3:51 ! ! 4:00! ! 4:08! ! 4:16! ! 4:25! 4:! 4:33! 4:! 4:41 ! 4:46! 4:50! 4:54! !
______________!100____!108____!112___________!114___________!116___________________________________________|
! ! ! [molto accel.]
! ! ! ! (half note pulse)
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Figure 8
Figure 9
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